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IIij' Kennedy had rrnot been killed . - 

By Gerald D. McKnight ' * * 
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f ICoUeze. 

U F u r * derick > Md. - John F. KennedJ 
has been m the news more than at any time 
since the 25th anniversary of his assassina- 
tion. Controversy continues to swirl 
around “JFK,” the Oliver Stone film that 
has reignited conspiracy theories. 

And the release of letters between Mr 
Kennedy and Soviet Premier Nikita Khru- 
shchev during the height of the 1962 Cuban 
missile crisis shows the young president as 
more than a match for his older Russian 
counterpart. 

From all this media attention, there 
arises a compelling need to reflect on the 
ramifications of Mr. Kennedy’s death. 

hat if he had lived to complete two 
terms? Would much have been different in 
American life since then? 

. . a ft erma th of the missile crisis, 

Mr. Kennedy began a dramatic shift away 
from his previous Cold Warrior posturings 
and policies. 

To appreciate this change, it is useful to 
compare the text of his inaugural address, 
harsh and bellicose, with the conciliatory 
and peace-oriented language of his speech 
at American University in June 1963. 

Two months later, when he reminded 
the Amencan people that “we are all mor- 
tal, the United States and the Soviet Union 
signed a partial nuclear test ban treaty. 

Other similar initiatives were set into 
motion in the final months before Dallas 
Mr Kennedy was serious about extending 
diplomatic recognition to the People’s Re- 
public of China, and he authorized back- 
discussions with representatives 
of Fidel Castro’s Cuba with the possible 
view of normalizing relations. 

Mr. Kennedy showed every outward 
sign during his last 18 months that he was 

K. 1 ? n vf W pe u rspectives and was not 
afraid to change his mind. 

However, i ooming in the background 
and threatening to spike these hopeful 
goals, was the intractable problem of Viet- 
Ll Mr> Kennedy’s efforts to re- 
rhll C nf d f W . 3r tensions and minimize the 
hinVri a * fUtUr t nuclear confrontations 
ninged on some hard choices he faced with 
this Southeast Asian nation. 

By 1963, the president had committed 

s'oZh 16,000 mi,itar y advisers to 
South Vietnam to prevent its conquest by 
the Communists of the North. y 

„ , B . y autumn > & was apparent that the 
adviser war’’ was not working. Some of 
the president’s top aides were urging that 

imr?n- al K t ! U *?‘ involvem ent by introduc- 
ing combat units. Instead, on Oct. 5, 1963, 
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Nov. 22, 1963: John F. Kennedy is shot in Dallas. p™ 


fnnn i? Q ed / auth ° rized the withdrawal of 
1,000 U.S. troops from Vietnam. On Oct. 

sLnri^M 0,6 'I? 6 " top secret National 
Security Memorandum 263, which author- 
ized increased training of South Vietnam- 
ese forces so they could shoulder the duties 
ot U.S. soldiers. 

Was this the beginning of a U.S. disen- 
P®® m f eat fr ° m Vietnam? Some close mem- 
bers of the Kennedy circle insist that Mr 
Kennedy was on the verge of changing his 
Vietnam policy before the trip to Dallas. 

If Mr. Kennedy had resolved not to ex- 
pand the war by committing U.S. ground 
troops and was looking for a way out of 
Vietnam, then Dallas changed history. 

The events that immediately followed 
Dallas are telling. On Sunday, Nov. 24, in a 

Hou^ e p bn ^ ng session at th e White 
House, president Lyndon B. Johnson made 
the first of a series of fateful decisions: to 
nnd a military solution to the war 


home 8 " War and CalTy ° Ut SOcial reform at 

To be sure, the economic and social is- 
sues that surfaced in the 1960s were inde- 
pendent of the Vietnam War, but had Mr. 
Kennedy lived, been re-elected and ended 
ow involvement in Vietnam, the political 
JOT C ° Uld have faced these home-front 
ngeS r la a , more com P a ssionate and 
gentler political atmosphere. 

»Hvi 9 h 8 C ° Ul . d have been a year of compar- 
ahve domestic tranquillity. Instead, the 
nation was subjected to hammer blow after 
hammer blow — the war in the streets, the 
Days of Rage” in Chicago and a spate of 
sickening political assassinations. 

f ni A| s painful t0 reca11 that in 1968, be- 
tore they too, were cut down by assassins’ 
bul ' ets ' Dr - Martin Luther King Jr. and 

WnH e h l R Ken , nedy ur 8 ed America to un- 
bind her sons from Asia and begin to bind 
her wounds at home. S na 

The death of Bobby Kennedy robbed 

! AmftriPfln npnnln aP a * 


a ui uie 4,uuu troops and the failure to im- 
plement plans for a speed-up of more with- 
drawai of forces. All of Mr. Kennedy’s 
other initiatives, including any prospects 
of strengthening detente with the Soviet 

W m 6 eitl ! er scrapped outright or 
pushed aside as the war planners in Wash- 

nf mrnf Searched for the right combination 
ot military measures to win in Vietnam. 


In time, Mr. Johnson learned that 
America could not simultaneously wage a 


. The ultimate legacy of Dallas is chill-' 
mg: if a president can be gunned down in 
public and his foreign-policy initiatives 

!2m ded| / d if our government 
of lawsTaiJed m its duty to faithfully inves- 
tigate this highest form of treason, then 

IhnL P0 F - S J Ste . m invited the massive 

abuse of presidential powers that history 
books now refer to as “Watergate.” □ 


